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The temperature in the room had dropped ten degrees. Marnie Quinn could feel the muscles in her thighs tighten ready to spring from the chair as she turned over the penultimate card in the spread. Thorn; in context with the surrounding cards this could mean only one thing. Reluctantly she raised her eyes to face her querent. He was staring straight back at her, his piercing black eyes searching hers.

Marnie swallowed hard.

“I could getter a clearer reading if you would tell your henchman to take his gun from my neck” she said, sounding braver than she actually felt.

The man in the black suit inhaled deeply before making the slightest incline with his head. In response the thirty-something, muscle bound thug at Marnie’s side lowered his gun and took a step back.

“Thank You,” she said as she exhaled and her shoulders relaxed a little. Summoning every last nerve she had, and trying desperately to remain focussed, she slipped the final card from the top of the Rune deck and laid it face up on the table. Sol; the Sun.

Marnie let out a sigh of relief. This was good. This meant that the man would get an element of what he wanted. If she could give him good news he might go away, but her conscience warned her she was obligated to tell only what she saw. If she did not give a true reading she knew it would diminish her gift in the future.

“You will succeed,” she said, looking him fully but uncomfortably in the eye, “at least in the short term... but I see a complication.”

“What is that supposed to mean you old crone? Will the device be mine, or won’t it?”

“The prize you seek will be yours, but it will not bring you the reward you are hoping for.” 

Once again Marnie felt the temperature in the room around her drop. Had nobody else noticed? Then it started; the icy cold blast began around her sacral chakra freezing her from the belly out. She felt the pressure building up inside and pushing away at her diaphragm until she was sure she would explode. Up and up it went until it was pushing inside the crown of her head, again building pressure to breaking point. Then with such slippery ease that it was a sensation she could only relate to the final push when giving birth she left her physical body. 

Marnie’s frame crumpled, her head hitting the table and her arms knocking the spread of Rune cards into disarray.

The man in the black suit barely flinched.

“Bring her round – immediately!” she could hear him barking his orders, but she could see him too. It was as if she was in a different place, viewing the scene as a spectator from above.

“Yes My Lord” 

It speaks! Was all Marnie could think. This was surreal, she was having her first out of body experience, her mortal life was in danger and yet all she wanted to do was laugh.

The thug pulled Marnie’s body up by her long mousy brown hair and smacked her face with the back of the hand that was still holding his gun. Slowly she came round. Or at least she appeared to be coming round. In fact she was still outside of her body watching the scene unfold.

“Apologies Ms Quinn,” said the man in the black suit from his position across the table. “I am not a patient man. Tell me exactly what you see, and explain why I will not receive the rewards I am hoping for?”

Marnie watched in amazement as her physical body shrugged its shoulders and grinned at him. She had read, of course about out of body experiences. Indeed many of her clients had experienced them, but never had she had anyone tell her that they watched their own body while it had a conversation with someone else.

“The Runes will only give a clear answer if the question is clear. You asked about ownership, but it seems the subject of your enquiry is not a thing to be owned.”

“Go on.” The suited man urged, nodding at the thug. Marnie watched as he replaced his gun at her throat, confusion growing with every passing second.

“There is no more to tell, Lord Erlik. You will not win.”

“You see my true identity? You are gifted indeed. It will be a shame to have to dispatch you from this world.”

Marnie gasped from above the scene, as her physical self laughed in the face of death, but no-one responded to her silent terror.

“Enough of this; kill her!” said the man in the black suit.

Marnie’s body stood up so quickly that her chair was flung across the room.  Throwing her head back and laughing she pointed first to the thug, then across to the suit.  She bellowed words Marnie could not understand, and then waited for something to happen.

For Marnie it was like watching a movie. The scene was unfolding before her, and she was safe in the cinema. But it was her up there on the screen. She was the one whose life was at risk. It was her body. She placed her hand on her chest, certain that her heart must be pounding. She felt nothing.

Watching the action she saw a change in her body’s demeanour.  The eyes on her soul-less body widened as she watched it stare at her outstretched hand in disbelief. Something was not right. What was she thinking? Nothing was right about this situation. 

“No!” she screamed, but once again there was no sound.

The thug grabbed her arm, then, with his gun held tight to her neck, pulled the trigger.

Marnie watched as her body slumped in a bloody mess on the floor, taking her chair with it as she fell. 

She watched as the man in the black suit calmly pushed back his chair and stood looking at the cards on the table. 

She watched him pick up the final card and place it in his pocket, throwing the remaining four cards in the fire before quietly leaving her apartment, his muscle-bound bodyguard close behind.

Then, from her placed of altered existence above the brutal scene, she sobbed.
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ALAN CASSIDY HAD BEEN de-commissioned from the Royal Marines following a near fatal accident when defusing an explosive device. He had rebuilt his life and taken the unlikely career path of retraining as a counsellor and then working on a self employed basis as a counselling supervisor. 

The job provided a small income which, together with his military pension gave him enough to live on and maintain a home in London. It also gave him a purpose, which was something he felt he badly needed when the armed forces had no further need of him. 

Alan Cassidy was a good man, hardworking and conscientious, but after years of supporting other people to become successful in their own lives, he felt that the world owed him some kind of recognition.

He sat in his office at Jason Monroe and Associates and pondered the events leading to his current situation. Since that pivotal day, just a few months ago, when he had attended the interview at Jameson & Mitchell, his life had been turned around completely; not just once, but for the second time.

No longer did he live in his comfortable little home in Wimbledon. He lived and worked out of his compact suite of offices at Jason Monroe and Associates.

In truth, there were no associates. In truth, there was no Jason Monroe. His new employers had gone out of business following the downfall of Jameson & Mitchell director Simon Mitchell and the revelations about the Company’s business practice.

Most of the Company’s assets had been frozen, but somehow Alan’s offices in the subsidiary company, had been overlooked in the process.

With no-one to pay his wages and no way to afford the upkeep of his own home, Alan had placed all non essential belongings into storage, and moved into his office suite.

It was here, that Alan had experienced his second black-out. The first had been some months ago and he had woken up cold and damp, covered in leaves but otherwise unharmed in a London cemetery.

The second black-out had been much more intense. Whilst he had remained in the same location, safe inside his office during this one, he had lost several hours that day and woken with the worst nose bleed he had ever experienced and a migraine to boot.

Concern from his friend Emma had resulted in  him finally relenting to being checked out by his GP, but nothing had shown up to be the cause, and eventually it was put down to another symptom of the near miss he had had with the exploding bomb. This morning though, he knew for sure that his doctor had been mistaken, as his bandaged hand bore witness.
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON.

Emma Dalton stood by the reception desk at Cocomo, her impeccable carriage giving nothing away of the exhaustion she was feeling. She took a deep breath and a smile widened across her face as she surveyed her pride and joy.

This event had been the first time that she had handed over the reins of her beloved Knightsbridge site entirely to her most trusted member of staff, and she was delighted with what her protégée had achieved. She was proud too of herself; letting go, if only for this one event, had been a difficult thing to do.

It was just past twelve thirty. This time last week she had been sharing a relaxing Sunday with the rest of the POISE team laughing and joking at Ash’s converted country pub. Since then however, she had travelled the length and breadth of the country visiting the people and properties that were about to become Cocomo franchisees.

One more run through she thought. Once more, just to be sure everything is in order. Then she could climb up those stairs and have a long soak in her bath before the big event.

Checking her appearance in one of the full length mirrors that hung dramatically between the doors to the counselling rooms Emma was satisfied with her appearance. Despite her fatigue she looked immaculate in her TARK slacks, Burberry jumper and Ballerina pumps, her short pixie cut red hair displaying many dimensions of colour, and her make up as always, perfectly applied.

Lynne was on the phone making last minute checks for the evening’s event. As soon as she ended the call Emma walked over to her.

“You’ve done a wonderful job, Lynne. I couldn’t have done it better myself.”

“As long as you’re happy Emma, I know how important today is for you... for all of us.” 

The spacious reception area always looked crisp and clean, with a luxurious and welcoming air created by the teal swag curtains and soft cream leather furniture.  Today it looked even brighter and more welcoming than usual.

The floral displays were beautiful: orchids, white roses and gypsophila. The overall feel was that of a wedding, for this was a marriage of sorts; at least that is the concept that Emma had wanted to create.

“So how does it feel being my personal assistant then, now that you’ve had a chance to really get your teeth into it?”

“It feels wonderful Emma: scary, mentally and physically exhausting, but rewarding and wonderful. I hope I do you proud”

Emma gave Lynne a warm, appreciative embrace.

“I have no doubt that you will do both of us proud Lynne. Can you just walk me though the tour then, just as it will be done tonight. After that I think we can take a well earned break.”

“Sure, let’s start over here then.”

The two women walked over to the expansive, sign-written glass entrance doors that opened onto the Brompton Road. 

“The guests will start arriving at seven. They’ll be greeted by two of the Image Team and directed to the cloakroom and then on to the Champagne reception where they will be encouraged to mingle until they move through to the main banquet in The Training Room.”

“Which of the team will you be using for this?” Emma asked. Cocomo had nine Image Consultants each with their specialist roles at this site, and a similar set up at the other sites in Norwich, Liverpool, Leeds and Birmingham. In addition Cocomo employed a number of Counsellors and Life Coaches to complete the all round life affirming service for which they were renowned.

“Janine and Francois; any one of the team could easily do the job, but I thought those two would make the best impression.”

“Excellent choice Lynne, they really are the most charismatic of all the team. So what happens next?”

“Over to the Training Room,” they walked across the reception area and through the large double doors directly opposite the main entrance.

“I have arranged for the remainder of the Image Team and five each from the Counselling and Life Coaching Teams to mingle with the guests in the foyer, and then, when the guests are seated  there will be two at each table.”

The Training Room was beautifully decorated with Champaign-silk covered circular tables each with floral centre pieces in keeping with the wedding theme. 

Along the wall which held the electronic white board usually used for delivering Cocomo’s training courses, a small stage had been erected and everything was already in place for the jazz band that would be providing the music for the evening.

“We have had a total of thirty acceptances altogether,” continued Lynne, “that’s representatives from the twelve franchisees, their partners and plus ones, your solicitor and bank manager, your friends from upstairs, their plus ones and your Mother.” continued Lynne.

Emma smiled. “Probably best to refer to them as The POISE Team rather than ‘my friends from upstairs’”  

“Of course Emma; and how is Ash?”

“Oh, he’s good. I spent last Sunday over at his Pub with the rest of the team. He was having a barbecue to celebrate the completion of his games room.”

“And...?

“And nothing Lynne. We’re just friends.”

Lynne looked disappointed.

“Even if he is hot!” Emma added, which made them both smile.

“Moving forward quickly then,” Lynne continued. “So when you and the rest of the Cocomo Management Team join the guests there will be fifty five people in total.”

Emma’s eyes widened as she firstly inhaled and then let out a slow deep breath. “I hadn’t realised it would be quite that many” she said.

“Yes, it’s quite a lot to handle.” continued Lynne. “I have arranged for the franchisees and their guests to be taken in smaller groups around the site, focussing mainly on the set up of the Counselling rooms and the Image studios. The banquet will begin at eight. Your presentation at nine thirty will be followed by the official signing of the contracts. The Press will be here from nine o’clock onwards.”

“That’s wonderful Lynne. You clearly have everything under control. I really do appreciate it. I think we should both leave it here now and take a few well earned hours to relax and prepare ourselves. Did you decide which dress you’re going to wear?’

“I’m going for the knee length mocha taffeta.”

“Excellent choice, wear the earrings I bought you for Christmas with it, just for that finishing touch.”

“Already out on my dresser.” replied Lynne with a huge smile.

“I feel my services are redundant here. You really are on top of everything. Thank you Lynne, I would never have got to this point without you.”

“Oh, I think you would have Emma, and I don’t think you’re done yet, not by a long way.”

“We’ll see. Well off you go then, you’ll be back at six, yes?”

“I certainly will Boss. See you later.”

Emma locked up the main doors after Lynne had left and took the internal stairs to her apartment. She poured herself a large glass of chilled Moet, and prepared herself a luxurious, self indulgent, scented bubble bath. 

Moments later, she stepped gracefully into the steaming bubbles. As she lay back ready to let the stresses of her day drift away she felt it; the sinking, heavy darkness in her chest. Oh no, not again. Not now!

A cold wet blanket of depression fell over her. She bent her head and shoulders forward, lifting her knees and clutching her arms tightly around her legs, trying to shut out the world.

Feeling her body racked with aches and pains, and her fatigue finally hitting rock bottom, she begun swaying gently back and forth in the hot water, tears flooding uncontrollably down her face.  “Go away... ” she screamed.  “Leave me alone!”
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SUNDAY LUNCHTIME.  

“Are you finished yet Uncle Richard? I’m hungry.”

“Nearly Kara, if your Dad could manage to get the cement between the bricks rather than on the front of them, we would be done a lot quicker!”

A trowel full of wet cement flew across the garden and hit Ash in the hip. “Ouch!”

“That’s all the thanks I get for giving up my weekend yet again to help you create your perfect bachelor pad, is it?”

Craig Drummond ducked behind the faux stone well they had both been building, clearly expecting return fire from Ash, whilst his daughter Kara sat on the lawn and giggled. 

“I don’t even know why you still want a bachelor pad. The way things are going with Emma you’ll be looking for a nice little family house before long won’t you?”

“The Lass and I are just friends. We work together that’s all, though I must admit she does have something a wee bit special.” Ash’s soft brown eyes sparkled as he pictured Emma at his side.

“You can kid yourself Ash, but don’t try and kid me. I’ve known you too long, and I’m telling you, you have real feelings for this one.”

“We’ll see. Come on, let’s just use up the last of this cement then we’ll get the bairn some lunch. What do you think Kara, does it go on the well or do I let fire at your Dad?”

“At Dad, at Dad!” she yelled, as Craig ran behind her, lifting her up in front of his face.

“Traitor!” he said softly into her ear.

The two men resumed their well building whilst Kara entertained herself with cartwheels and handstands in circles around them.

“Hey Kara, after lunch how about you help me pick out something smart to go to Emma’s party this evening?”

“Really Uncle Richard and you’ll wear what I pick, you promise?”

“I promise Lass, ‘though I’m beginning to regret asking already.”

Craig and Kara had spent most weekends with Ash since Kara’s mum, Ash’s sister, had been killed in a car accident five years ago. 

Craig was not only Ash’s brother in law, but his best friend, and it was Ash’s devotion to his family that had led to him take a job in the City rather than completing his years in the RAF travelling the world.

As far as Craig and the rest of the world was concerned, Richard (Ash) Ashford worked in the City for The POISE Institute, a charitable organisation helping people get back on their feet following hard times. 

Ash’s real job however was much more mysterious; so mysterious that sometimes he had difficulty in understanding what he was supposed to be doing himself. The only things he knew for sure were that he was protecting his country, and sometimes the world, that he had a great team to work with and that there was something new to learn every day. 

“You alright mate?” asked Craig, as he and Kara cleared away the lunch things in the spacious rustic style kitchen. “You look pensive.”

“Yeah, I’m fine, just feeling a bit guilty about going out tonight. I know how Kara loves spending her weekends here.” 

The telephone in the hallway rang cutting the conversation short.

“I’ll get it,” shouted Kara, climbing down from her stepping stool at the sink and skipping towards the ringing phone with hands covered in an excessive amount of bubbles. 

“Richard Ashford’s residence, who’s calling please?” she stated cheekily as she spoke into the handset. “Yes Mr Shaw, I’ll get him for you. Hold the line please.”

Ash looked at Craig who just smiled and shrugged his shoulders.

“What can I say? She wants to work in an office when she grows up.”

“I’m sure she’ll be very good at it. You have a message for me Kara?”

Kara had returned to the kitchen, beaming all over her face. 

“It’s Declan, he wants to have a word with you, but you must call him Mr Shaw like in a proper office.”

“OK Kara, I will. Thank you; you did that very nicely. Ask me in about ten years and I’ll see if I can get you a job in my office.”

Kara giggled again then flung her arms around her Dad making sure he had heard what Ash had said. Ash took the call.

“Hey Declan, sorry, I mean Mr Shaw,” he looked over in Kara’s direction and smiled as he pulled the door to the kitchen closed. “What’s up?”
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ALAN CASSIDY HAD SHOWERED and shaved with great difficulty, avoiding the broken pieces of mirror lying in his vanity sink. He knew that the glass was the result of some kind of episode he had experienced earlier in the day, but try as he might he could not remember the details. He was not going to risk a recurrence, and from now on mirrors were banished.

Tonight was the start of a new stage of his life, and nothing was going to spoil it. He was not really sure how he had managed to win the opportunity of a Cocomo franchise, even though he had been great friends with its founder for many years.

If he was truthful with himself, he was not really sure that this
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